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SOME ACCOUNT OF STEAM NAVIGATION IN 

NEW ENGLAND.i 



BT FRANCIS B. G. BBADLEB. 



Exactly ten years after Robert Fulton's initial voyagf 
on the Hudson River of the world's first successful 
steamboat, a company of Salem and Portsmouth, N. H.| 
gentlemen had the courage and perseverance (few 
people nowadays realize how much of it was necessary to 
inaugurate in those days a new steam-driven enterprise) 
to build and run a steamboat between Salem and Boston. 
This was the ^* Massachusetts ", the first steamer ever 
seen in Boston or vicinity, built in Philadelphia in 1816, 
and in many ways, particularly in the machinery, differ- 
ing from any steam vessel then existing. Unfortunately 
there is no record of this vessel at the Bureau of Navi- 
gation in Washington City, or in any of the custom 
houses at the ports in which she was built or owned, and 
researches in the library of the Pennsylvania Historical 
Society have been equally unfruitful. So that, although 
we have many general descriptions of her from Dr. 
Bentley's Diary and contemporaneous newspapers, and 
also very fortunately an engraving on copper owned by 

■The author has incorporated in this aoooant portions of his arti- 
cle on steam navigation in Boston Bay, printed in the Historical 
Collections, v. L, p. 198, on aoeonnt of additional information 
which has come to hand. 

(1) 
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pa»sed through the draw of the Essex-Merrimack and 
other bridges on the river with difficulty. After leaving 
Haverhill, she struck a rock at the foot of the rapids in 
Dutch Gap, and was subsequently beached on Kimball's 
Island for temporary repairs. On the sixteenth of No- 
vember following, with a barge load of coal in tow, she 
made a successful trip from Newburyport to Lawrence. 

The next year the steamer " Kitty Boynton," forty- 
five tons register, was built by Colby & Lunt, in New- 
buryport, to assist in the transportation of coal and other 
merchandise through the canal from Lawrence to Low- 
ell.i The *' Startled Fawn,'* buUt in Philadelphia in 
1875, for the transportation of passengers attending the 
Centennial fair in that city, was purchased by the Pen- 
tucket Navigation Company, and made her first trip July 
16, 1879, from Newburyport to Haverhill. She was 
afterward employed in the development of travel and the 
transportation of merchandise on the river. 

In 1880, the « Orient," a stern-wheeler, built in Port- 
land, Maine, was purchased. She arrived in Newbury- 
port on the eighteenth of May, but the inspectors at the 
custom house found her boilers defective. She was 
withdrawn from active service, dismantled, and moored 
near the marine railway on Ring's island, in Salisbury, 
where she remained until destroyed by fire six or eight 
years later. The steam-tug " Wauwinet," purchased in 
Boston by Edward P. Shaw, arrived in Newburyport in 
tow of steamer "Florence," July 28, 1880. She was 
rebuilt by Capt. Joseph M. Coffin, provided with a new 
engine and boiler, and sold to the Pentucket Navigation 
Company in July, 1881. The next year she made daily 
trips from the foot of Canal street, in Lawrence, to 
Haverhill, Newburyport, and the sea. The stern-wheeler 
'* Merrimack," built in Essex, Mass., made her first trip 
from Haverhill to Lawrence in November, 1882, under 
the command of Captain Haverty. She was withdrawn 
from service during the winter months, and early the 
following spring was taken to Jacksonville, Florida. All 
the property of the Pentucket Navigation Company, not 

'The steamer <^ Kitty Boynton '* was advertised for sale in the 
Newburyport Herald June 3, 1882. 
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Plymouth line tra£Bc and was equipped with a dining 
room and staterooms, which answered a long felt want 

The Boston and Hingham Steamboat Co. was divided 
in 1881, and a second company was formed, which called 
itself the Hingham, Hull and Downer's Landing Steamboat 
Co. The floating property was divided between them, 
but in 1890 the old company went out of business and 
the new line was reorganized as the Nantasket Beach 
Steamboat Company. At present its capital consists of 
4^1,000,000, divided into shares of 9100 each ; there is 
no' bonded indebtedness, and the company has averaged 
dividends of ten per cent yearly. Ebed L. Ripley is 
president, and Frederic L. Lane, treasurer and general 
manager. 

The Nantasket Beach Co. own one of the finest, best 
managed, cleanest fleets of passenger steamboats in the 
country. For some years past its steamers have not 
touched directly at Hingham town, owing to lack of 
water there and the increased size of the boats, but in 
1902, owing to the poor service given by other steamers 
to Plymouth, the Nantasket Beach Co. started a line 
there from Boston with the *' Governor Andrew." It 
has kept it up and improved it ever since, and now it is 
the only steamer line to that place. After the ^* Rush 
Light " and " Lafayette " stopped running between Bos- 
ton and Plymouth in 1880, there was an interval of 
several years, and then the '< Menemon Sanford line " 
was organized by the people who afterwards owned the 
Boston and Bangor line. 

Their boats were the ** Express " and ** Yacht," wood- 
en side-wheelers, both commanded by Sanfords, with 
Captain Samuel H. Doten as pilot ; they made daily runs 
in the summer season for some years before the building 
of the Old Colony R. R. in 1845 and for sometime after- 
wards. The ** Express " had a long life, originally built 
in 1841 for service on the Hudson river, in 1862 she was 
a tender to the fleet of transports lying in Hampton Roads 
with 6en. Butler's expedition for Louisiana on board. 
She was wrecked in 1868 in a sudden squall on the Poto- 
mac river. 



54 STEAM NAVIGATIOK IN NBW ENGLAND 

apper hand, and the engineer could not stop the ma- 
chinery. No fire engine, hose, or buckets could be found 
to throw a drop of water. The passengers escaped in 
the boats, and landed about midnight at the lighthouse, 
and from thence to the mainland." 

This was long before the first, absurdly crude, steam- 
boat inspection law was passed by Congress, July 7, 
1888. Many of the engineers on the early steamers 
were grossly ignorant and careless men ; some of them 
hardly knew more than how to stop and start the ma- 
chinery. There were no lynx-eyed inspectors about and 
no limit was placed on the amount of steam to be car- 
ried, nor were boilers tested, or the hulls of the boats 
examined for seaworthiness. The results were the 
frequent boiler explosions so often mentioned in the 
newspapers of eighty or more years ago ; they happened 
less often on ^< down East " routes simply because there 
was less competition and racing than on the Hudson River 
or Long Island Sound. 

But on the other hand, it is well known that many of 
the early steamers brought to northeastern New England 
from comparatively placid inland waters were notoriously 
wanting in strength and seaworthiness for open sea navi- 
gation, and the habit was persisted in until not so very 
many years ago. As regards the deck department, too, 
on our early steamboats, the only qualifications thought 
necessary for captains and pilots were those required by 
their ** owners ". That there were many able and daring 
steamboatmen in those days there is no doubt, but there 
were also some who did not come up to the mark, and the 
effects of intemperance on deck and engine officers were 
more marked than in our time. 

In April, 1829, Captain Seward Porter, together with 
his brother Samuel, bought in New York the steamer 
** Connecticut " to run between Boston, Portland and 
Bath. During a portion of the season of 1834 she ran 
from Boston to Bangor, commanded by Capt. Seward 
Porter. Again, during portions of 1837 and 1838 she 
took the place of the '' Bangor ", first of the name, while 
that boat underwent repairs. 

It has been stated that Capt Menemon Sanford, a lead- 
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such distressing loss of life that public opinion became thor- 
oughly aroused, which resulted in a practically new steam* 
boat inspection law passed by Congress on August 30, 
1852. The new measure was radically different from the 
old, and, quite naturally, far stricter. For the first time 
it was made compulsory for marine steam boilers to be 
tested by the inspectors ; all captains, pilots and engineers 
of steam vessels were to have government licenses ; the 
use of colored running lights at night (as at present) was 
first instituted, and each passenger steamer was to be 
equipped with a certain number of small boats and life- 
saving apparatus based on the vessel's carrying capacity 
and t^e waters she navigated. 

As may be imagined, the passage of the new inspection 
law had been bitterly opposed by steam shipping interests, 
particularly in the south and west, but the decreasing 
number of accidents and explosions soon proved its use- 
fulness, especially as the measure was enforced more 
strictly than the old one had been. The New York Illus- 
trated News for January 29, 1863, referring to the then 
new inspection law, said : '*The new steamboat law meets 
with but little favor (in the west). Its usefulness and 
practicability is very much doubted ; it is a humbug, a 
bundle of absurdities — complicated, contradictory, and 
impracticable. This is the current feeling on the subject 
No party can be benefitted by the bill but the manufac- 
turers of Francis' life boat." 

In 1857, after the loss of the steamer ^'Central Amer- 
ica," which foundered in a storm on her way from Havana 
to New York, carrying down 423 persons, there arose 
renewed agitation to compel steamship owners to furnish 
their craft with more small boats. The outcry and talk 
in the press very closely resembled that which followed 
the loss of the "Titanic" in 1912. 

A favorite trick in early days among some shipowners 
was that if their steamer did not have the required num- 
ber of small boats to pass the law, others would be bor- 
rowed for the inspection and returned after the '^guests" 
had left the vessel. 

As the years went by, the steamboat inspection laws 
have been amended until the present highly developed 
system has resulted. 
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